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ABSTRACT

THE FATAL LAMP AND THE NIGHTMARE AFTER CHRISTMAS: THE RICHMOND
THEATRE FIRE OF 1811

By Amber Marie Martinez, Bachelor of Fine Arts in Theatre Performance

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts in Theatre Pedagogy at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2015

Director: Dr. Noreen C. Barnes, Director of Graduate Studies, Department of Theatre

“How strange a preface the loud laughter excited by a pantomime, to volumes of
smoke and fire” (The American Standard , 27 December 1811). Building fires were not
exactly uncommon back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. When the church
bells began to ring at any time other than Sunday morning, it usually meant a building
was on fire. On the night of December 26 th 1811, in the midst of a pantomime at the
Richmond Theatre, a small flame licked a piece of a backdrop and set it on fire. Fed by
the column of air in the hollows and passages of the theatre, and increased by the
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extremely flammable wood of the boxes, pit, and the canvas ceiling of the lower seats,
the fire seemed "like a demon of wrath converging its hundred arms to the center of
human life” (Burning of the Richmond Theatre, 1812). I will attempt to examine the
night of the Richmond Theatre Fire, an event which shocked a city and soon after the
country. 72 persons perished in the flames with more victims dying of their burns within
the following days. Every part of the state held someone who lost a friend or relative in
the disaster. People were unable to mention the catastrophe without exciting tears of
grief. This thesis acts to remind us of one of the most tragic events in our country’s
history by exploring the firsthand accounts of people who escaped the fire; a conflagration
which fueled the course of religious transformation, aided to regulate laws of theatre
buildings, and captivated a nation for a century, before being gradually forgotten over
time.

INTRODUCTION

“Raise the chandelier!” an unknown voice barked. Knowing a candle on it was still lit, a
young stagehand hesitated. The irritated voice communicated again in a peremptory
manner. With knowledge that he must obey or could find himself without a job, the boy
hoisted up the chandelier, hoping his worst fear of a fire would not be made true. As he
raised it up, a property man named Rice took notice to what he was doing and
demanded the boy lower the lamp and blow it out. Relieved to hear the order, the boy
began to aid the descent of the chandelier, only to see the rope tangle. Jiggling it with
hopes it would unknot itself, the boy watched as the chandelier began to swing in a
jerky circle until one such oscillation caused the flame to make contact with the
backdrops. Shouting the alarm to the rear of the stage, the boy desperately requested
some of the attendants to cut the cords by which the combustible materials were
suspended. Panic-stricken, the man whose duty this fell upon sought his own safety
and fled through the backstage door. Obscured from the unassuming audience by a
curtain, the flames licked their way up the ropes, along the spread of the hemp
backdrops, and toward the sap-covered planks of the ceiling while the second act of the
pantomime began.
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The progression of lighting for theatres has transformed over many centuries. In
the beginning of Western theatre from 500 BC until the 1600s, theatrical performances
usually took place outdoors in the afternoon so the actor could be lit by sun light. As
people moved forward and society became more inventive, lighting began to change.
Once theatre moved indoors during the Renaissance and English Restoration, the
performer was lit by candle light and later oil lamps. It wasn’t until the nineteenth
century that theatre started to see the likes of gas lamps for the main source of
lighting. The world’s first gas stage-lighting system was installed in 1816 at the
Chestnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia, five years after the fire at the Richmond
Theatre. Even gaslights were open and unprotected lights and caused fires a number of
times in the next few decades. Another way the performers were lit during this time
was by use of a lime light which was produced by heating a block of calcium carbonate
to incandescence with an oxy-hydrogen torch. Then too, it took another sixty to seventy
years before the electric light replaced gas lamps as the major source of theatrical light.
It is easy to ascertain that most, if not all, theatre fires in the nineteenth century
from the United States to Europe and Great Britain resulted in high numbers of death
due to two main factors, lighting and jamming at the exit. The majority of fires during
performances originated on the stage or directly backstage due to an open flame. From
an open or unprotected light, such as a candle on a chandelier, these flames would
catch on some piece of the scenery, backdrop, drapery, rope, or woodwork. Once the
fire begun and the audience was notified, the doors would become jammed with people
attempting to escape. Over time fire safety and building regulations take form with the
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inclusion of fire curtains, wider doors, multiple exits, and panic bars thus leading to
safer theatres and a decrease in death due to theatre fires.
While there are multiple causes for theatre fires recorded over the last two
centuries such as temporary gas conduits needed on the stage by way of leaky rubber
tubing, the carelessness of lighted matches, the upsetting of kerosene lamps, the
smoking of pipes or cigarettes, sparks dropping from torches used to light gas flames,
and exposed candles (Gerhard 23), the Richmond Theatre Fire of 1811 was victim to
the latter. An oscillating chandelier with a single lit candle became tangled in a rope and
led to sheer panic, ultimately causing 72 deaths and countless injuries.
To date there is only one book devoted to the subject of the Richmond Theatre
fire of 1811, and there is one play which recounts the events that took place that fateful
night. Meredith Henne Baker's book, The Richmond Theater Fire: Early America' First

Great Disaster, was quite informative. Baker's prime focus was on the effects the fire
had within Richmond's Protestant Episcopal congregations in addition to describing the
development and expansion of evangelicalism, though she failed to go in depth on that
expansion. While it started off quite strong and can easily pull the reader in, the book
tapered off in a way that took me by surprise.
Clay Mcleod Champan's play Volume of Smoke was enthralling to witness, as it
dramatized the viewpoint of the victims of the Richmond Theatre fire. It is evident that
Mr. Chapman did some research and used the catastrophic event to fuel his macabre
writing by basing the monologues off of original texts about the fire. His prime focus for
dramatic inspiration came from Calamity at Richmond, an article I too came across and
3

used within this paper. The characters include a reverend's wife, an actor, a stagehand,
property man, carpenter, a few audience members, an orchestra member, blacksmith,
physician, actress, and bleeding nun. The idea is that this ensemble of ghosts is
condemned to repeat the tragedy night after night for all of eternity. Throughout the
play there are snippets of text from Calamity at Richmond which he used to heighten
his dark, unique poetic language. A nice mixture of both theatre and dramatic history,

Volume of Smoke is packed with historical accounts stretched and molded into an
artistic interpretation of the awful calamity which took place that cold December night
of 1811.
For the purposes of this paper, I desired to compile as many first and
secondhand accounts of the fire from the people who suffered and survived the
catastrophe in order to paint a picture of the effect it had on the wellbeing and
happiness of the capital city, as well as the overall religious influences it had on the
nation and our acquaintances overseas. Through victim and eyewitness accounts,
newspaper and magazine articles, and preserved letters written between friends or
family members, this paper will explore the effect of the first major conflagration seen
in the New World. From firefighting brigades to building code regulations and an
uprising of religion, the Richmond Theatre fire of 1811 had an impact which lasted for
over a century.
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CHAPTER 1
NINETEENTH CENTURY LIFE IN RICHMOND VIRGINIA

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Richmonders were a lively lot of people
who enjoyed wildly fashionable activities. Entertainment of various kinds was available
in the early 1800s and made the city a desirable place to visit. Located between Sixth
and Eighth Streets and extending to the river in a series of terraces, the Haymarket
Gardens was a well-established operation owned by Major John Pryor. Consisting of
landscaped walks as well as refreshments, it was a pleasurable place for the members
of society to relax amongst the rest of the city's rugged terrain (Tyler-McGraw 78). In a
public square located at Seventh, Eighth, Byrd, and Arch streets there was enough
space to hold a great variety of attractions and amusements. Among them was the
"Riding Machine" in which eight people could be supported and carried at the rate of
two to five hundred yards in a minute. The attraction was delightful for the riders.
Housed within the Haymarket Gardens was a musical gallery where events were staged
(Dabney 85). The Gardens also offered cockfight sports in the Pit as well as the
occasional bear fight. From Haymarket Gardens, people could enjoy an amazing view of
the river's falls while strolling along one of the beautiful walkways. Numerous
masquerade balls were held at the Gardens which caused alarm for certain members of
5

society, who believed such dances were dangerous to virtue and afforded too many
opportunities for a display of habits "fatal to the happiness of society"(Dabney 86).
There were other gardens similar to the Haymarket but they were less extensive.
Housed at Falling Gardens, operated by a Quaker named James Lownes, was a public
bathhouse with both hot and cold water. This was a popular attraction to residents of
Richmond. Another center of recreation was Vauxhall Island in the James, reputed to be
the best spot in the city to have a picnic, surrounding picnickers with spectacular views
of the rocks and falls on the James River. Vauxhall Island was named after Vauxhall
Gardens, the great pleasure garden of eighteenth century London. Operating during the
nineteenth century in Richmond, patrons were able to access the island on a footbridge
from Mayo's Bridge and enjoy barbecue, a shuffleboard court, and other amusements
(Christian 305.) It was a highly regarded attraction for over seventy five years from
1821 through the late 1890s.
Beginning in the colonial era and extending through to the Civil War, Richmond
was a great racing center in the United States (Dabney 86). The races were held on
three tracks surrounding the city, Fairfield in Henrico, Broad Rock in Chesterfield, and
Tree Hill on a farm in Henrico. Held under the Richmond Jockey Club, they also
sponsored many elegant balls during the racing season. Citizens had the opportunity to
cheer on imported horses from England which led to a rise in the quality of American
thoroughbreds. Other enjoyable activities consisted of quoits, nine-pins, and barbecues.
Quoits, a traditional game which involved the throwing of metal, rope, or rubber rings
over a set distance in order to ring a pin, is similar to what is now known as
6

horseshoes, and nine-pins, another traditional game of British descent, is quite similar
to modern day bowling. Other lively and enjoyable activities shared amongst the
inhabitants of Richmond were dancing, playing cards, drinking, and attending the
theatre.
The holidays were quite an adored celebration in the capital city. The start of the
Christmas season in Richmond held a lot of prestige and was second only to the
opening of Parliament in London, England (Washington Post, January 3, 1904). Citizens
went from one form of entertainment to another, enjoying many a party in one
evening. A night at the theatre consisted of multiple hours of entertainment and would
be the talk of the town for days after (Carter, April 16, 1899).
As a leading theatrical hotspot, the city saw the opening of a few theatres
beginning in the late eighteenth century. Main Street once housed a playhouse of sorts
near the market, but the stage was thought to be dangerous to morals by certain parts
of the population. In 1784, Governor Benjamin Harrison did his best to counteract this
puritanical stance by declaring that a “well-chosen play is among the first of moral
lessons and tends greatly to inculcate and fix on the mind the most virtuous principles”
(Dabney 85). Despite the Governor’s efforts, opposition continued until it was overcome
by the availability for theatrical performances at what was called Quesnay’s Academy, a
new building that housed performances, and the additional construction of a new
theatre named after the city itself.
The first Richmond Theatre was a barn-like wooden structure, opening its doors
in 1786. The playhouse became a cultural hub of the city where prominent citizens of
7

the community gathered to enjoy many evenings socializing and flaunting their
fashions, as well as sating an appetite for the arts. Not only did the Richmond Theatre
serve to produce theatrical events, it also housed political activities. One such event
made history; housing 168 delegates from across the state as they deliberated and
made a ratification to the United States Constitution on June 25, 1788. At this Virginia
Ratifying Convention notable figures such as Patrick Henry, James Madison, John
Marshall, George Mason, and George Wythe gathered and participated (Vile 813.)

QUESNAY’S ACADEMY
Growing from the French alliance with the United States, an attempt was made
to establish a higher education of this country upon a large scale. It was intended to be
a French Academy of Arts and Sciences in Richmond with branches in Baltimore,
Philadelphia, and New York. It was to be affiliated with the royal societies of London,
Paris, Bruxelles, and other learned bodies in Europe (Collections, Gaines 169). The head
of this project was a man named Chevalier Quesnay de Beaurepaire who first had the
idea of the Academy around the time of 1778. After speaking at length with John Page,
lieutenant-governor of Virginia, his ambition took over and he succeeded in raising
money for the scheme. Quesnay, propelled by the hope of achieving military distinction,
came to the United States to aid in the war of the Revolution. He served as a captain in
Virginia 1777-1778 and then his career was brought to an abrupt end when, through
the carelessness of the Governor’s clerks, Quesnay’s letters of recommendation were
lost (Ibid. 168). This paired with lack of funds and a long, severe illness prompted
8

Quesnay to give up his military desires. Despite this unexpected setback, as a grandson
of a famous French philosopher, economist, and court physician of Louis XV, Chevalier
Quesnay de Beaurepaire was a man of ambition to say the least. He wanted nothing
more than to improve the country through the introduction of French culture and fine
arts and he saw an opportunity to achieve this in Richmond as well as enhance the
relations between France and America (Ibid. 171).
It was easy to discern that this clever and ambassadorial Frenchman had social
dexterity wherever he went on his mission to gain support in the opening of the
Academy. There were almost one hundred financial contributors from Virginia alone,
and he did not stop within those borders. Traveling to Philadelphia in hopes of acquiring
monetary help from Benjamin Franklin, Quesnay appealed to the interests of Franklin’s
daughter and requested for a letter to be written by Mrs. Sarah Franklin Bache to her
father regarding the project for a French Academy. Mrs. Bache approved of Quesnay’s
mission and solicited her father’s patronage to the Academy. Within the letter, Mrs.
Bache writes that the plan is “extensive and will do honor to the gentleman who has
designed it, as well as to America.” She showers her father with compliments relayed by
the Frenchman, stating Quesnay regards her father “as the father of science and prays
that he will give Quesnay every aid and assistance that may lie in his power” (Letter,
Bache, February 27, 1783). Their wishes were answered, as Franklin became a
contributor and supporter of the French Academy of Arts and Sciences in Richmond.
Much thought was put into the Academy. Quesnay desired the school to be
composed of a president, vice president, six counsellors, a treasurer-general, a
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secretary, a recorder, an agent for taking European subscriptions, twenty-five resident
and 175 non-resident associates, all selected from the best talent of the Old and New
Worlds (The Academy, 407). He had hopes the Academy would publish an Almanac
every year to be distributed to the learned societies of Europe. The goal was the show
of its aptitude for science by communicating to Europe a knowledge of the natural
products of North America. Quesnay aimed for something higher than an American
College; he wanted to achieve the highest special training of American students in arts
and sciences that had never been done before.
Having solidified the patronage of many Americans, Quesnay returned to Paris to
start an active social and scientific agenda in the interest of uniting America and France
in the most intellectual of ways. No stone was left unturned. He visited artists in their
studios, he called upon the savants of Paris, and he consulted with every person whose
opinion was worthy of having. Most ambitiously, he presented his project to the King
and Queen and to the royal family in a memoir published with the sanction of the royal
censor (The Academy, 408-409). Most scientists, scholars, and artists favored
Quesnay’s undertaking, including a student of American Educational History who lived
in Paris at the time, Thomas Jefferson.
Interestingly enough, had the circumstances favored Quesnay’s project, it is
unlikely that the University of Virginia would have been founded at all (Gaines 175).
The Academy of the United States of America established at Richmond would have
become the main place of higher education and there would have been no need for the
University. Arrangements were being made to institute schools of advanced instruction
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such as foreign languages, mathematics, design, architecture, painting, experimental
physics, astronomy, geography, botany, anatomy, and natural history (Gaines 173).
However, the prospect of selecting a large enough faculty to lead those subjects
became grim with the approach of the French Revolution. The circumstances
surrounding France in 1788 meant that it was in no position to aid any educational
plans in Virginia. Without the desired support from his mother country, Quesnay still
managed to complete his project.
After lobbying for many years, Quesnay finally saw his dreams come to fruition
on June 24, 1786 when the first cornerstone was laid by Richmond’s Masonic Lodge No.
13. Present to honor the occasion was the mayor of the city, the French consul, and
deputies of the French nation. Construction began shortly after and the building opened
strictly for theatrical purposes on October 10, 1786 (Mordecai 205).
While dramatic art found its first American recognition in Williamsburg and
Annapolis, Richmond became one of drama’s favorite homes (The Academy, 410-411).
The city’s standing within the theatrical world can be easily understood from the fact
that twenty-four English plays were presented in Richmond for the first time ever in
America. The Academy served as a center of drama and saw the likes of many theatre
companies before it began to experience financial problems months after opening
(Gaines 169). Desperate to secure further funding, Quesnay left the country and
returned to France to solicit monetary donations. He spent almost three years lobbying
for the support of members from the Paris society; however with the fall of Bastille in
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July 1789, Quesnay was called to serve in the Parisian military as a commander,
surviving the revolution but never to return to America’s shores.
With Quesnay never returning to America, the Academy became the property of
some English actors and was converted into a theatre (Ibid. 175). Opening at the
Academy in 1789 was an acting company by the name of Hallam & Henry, led by the
famous Lewis Hallam, Jr (Dabney 87). The following year, another well-regarded acting
company took the stage at Quesnay’s hall led by Mr. Kidd. In 1790 a third, muchcelebrated acting company known as West-Bignall Company came to Richmond and
saw the likes of the Academy. Prospering for almost a decade, Quesnay’s Academy was
destroyed by a catastrophic fire on January 23, 1798.
A few years later, in 1802, another fire destroyed the barn-like wooden
Richmond Theatre and left the city in a state of cultural void. With a fire still fresh in
their minds, many people in the community warned against building a new playhouse.
However, theatre in Richmond did not end despite not having its own place to call
home. Plays were held in a part of the Old Market within an old Quarrier’s carriage shop
building at the northwest corner of Seventh and Cary streets (Ibid. 87). With caution
prevailing, a new playhouse was not built until four years later when the demand for
the arts won out. Little did the residents of Richmond know that tragedy would strike
this building just a few years later in the most afflicting way.
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Image: Cutaway of prospective Richmond Theatre: an architectural drawing, by Benjamin Henry Latrobe,
1797, courtesy of The Library of Congress

Image: Floor plan of prospective Richmond Theatre by Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 1797, courtesy of The
Library of Congress
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Erected on Shockoe Hill and Broad Street, the new theatre was given the same
name as the one prior, the Richmond Theatre. When it opened in 1806 it was one of
the grandest structures in the city. Three stories tall with an orchestra section and large
stage, it held three levels of boxed seats as well as balcony seating. Though there are
conflicting accounts of the building's materials, the consensus of multiple reports state it
was built of an outer brick layer ninety feet in length, fifty feet in width, and thirty feet
high. A Richmond city conflagration in 1787, when wooden houses burned like tinder,
had taught the city a lesson and the new theatre was constructed from brick (Dabney
82). Inside, the lobbies were narrow and similar to that of a hallway. Doors were fitted
with regular sized frames, allowing only one person to pass through at a time.

ELIZABETH ARNOLD POE

Among the many actors and actresses who graced the stage in Richmond, one of
the most well-known actresses was a woman named Elizabeth Arnold Poe, daughter of
English actress Mrs. Elizabeth Arnold. Following in her mother’s footsteps, Elizabeth
Arnold Poe was considered a versatile and talented actress with a repertoire of 201
roles (Harrison 6). She held high recognition in cities such as Boston, New York,
14

Norfolk, Charleston, and Richmond as one of the foremost actresses of the time.
Between the years 1804 and 1811 she appeared in Richmond to much acclaim and
applause.
Elizabeth Poe was the mother of three small children, including a son named
Edgar when, in 1809, her husband David Poe, Jr. passed away unexpectedly, leaving
her a widow. Despite such tragic events, she managed to perform regularly at the
Richmond Theatre as a member of the Placide Company through the autumn of 1811
when she was overcome with consumption at the mere age of 24 (Harrison 9). Striking
the hearts of many, Elizabeth Poe was given a benefit performance on October 9 th and
managed to enact the role of the Countess Wintersen in a play called The Stranger.
This turned out to be her final performance. With her health declining rapidly, and the
burden of caring for small children, Elizabeth Poe was in need of the support of friends,
of which she had an abundance.
Elizabeth Poe received many visits from friends and acquaintances who aimed to
cheer the poor woman’s spirits. It was written in a letter between a brother and sister
dated November 2, 1811 that “the most fashionable place of resort in the city is the
chamber of Mrs. Poe” (Dabney 88). Despite a regularly rotating circle of visitors,
Elizabeth’s health sank steadily. On November 29, 1811 the Enquirer published a letter
on her behalf written by an anonymous admirer which stated:
“To the Humane Heart,
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On this night, Mrs. Poe, lingering on the bed of disease and surrounded by her
children, asks your assistance and asks it perhaps for the last night. The Generosity of a
Richmond Audience can need no other appeal. For particulars, see the Bills of the Day.”
From this, a second benefit night was held at the theatre in consequence of her
serious and long-continued indisposition. The aim of the night was to help her receive
the assistance and Richmond public patronage for what was probably the last time. It
was a way for everyone to display their love and affection for the wonderful actress
(Ibid. 88).
One week later, Elizabeth Arnold Poe died. She was buried in St. John’s
Churchyard in an unmarked grave, with a memorial built in 1885 to honor her memory.
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CHAPTER 2:
THE NIGHT OF DECEMBER 26TH, 1811

“Weep, my fellow citizens; for we have seen a night of woe, which scarce any
eye hath seen, or ear hath heard, and no tongue can adequately tell” ( The Enquirer ,
December 28, 1811).
The city of Richmond was quite fond of theatergoing and the week of Christmas
1811 would be no different. Luckily for the residents of the city, the Placide & Green
Company, a popular play troupe from Charleston, South Carolina had been in town
since October. This thirtieth season which ended on December 26 th was one of
Richmond’s most successful. Records show that nearly twenty-five performances by the
Placide & Green Company saw the likes of the Richmond Theatre within eight weeks.
The company was comprised of fifteen men, six women, three girls, and two boys who
performed two to three evenings a week near the capitol and kept Richmond
entertained with an impressive 45 different plays ranging from Macbeth, Othello, and

Blackbeard the Pirate (Thirtieth Season, 358). These plays consisted of tragedy,
comedy, farce, opera, pantomime, and ballet. Out of those, thirteen plays were new to
Richmond: Catharine and Petruchio, Ella Rosenberg, The Father, Gustavus Vasa, I’ll Tell

You What, Lodoiska, Mother Goose’s Rambles to Richmond, Raymond and Agnes, T he
17

Rivals, Rivers, Vauxhall Garden, Whim upon Whim , and an American premiere of The
Lady of the Lake (Ibid. 357).
Originally an actor in the Charleston-based theatre company, Alexander Placide
was talented in dance and pantomime while his wife, also a member of the troupe, was
a talented actress and singer. When the manager of the company passed away, he left
behind a very strong and superior acting troupe of which Alexander Placide took
control. Not long after, William Green of the Chestnut Street Company joined Mr.
Placide in the management at Charleston (Miller 370).The Placide & Green Company
continued on with their reputation of success as a strong company with an abundance
of musical talent, acting talent, and scene painting ability. Their run in Richmond during
the year 1811 had been quite successful until they suffered the loss of one of their
troupe members, Elizabeth Arnold Poe; despite the tragic setback they proceeded
ahead with the last leg of their tour in Richmond.
Today our typical Broadway show runs on a Tuesday through Sunday schedule
with Sunday evenings and Mondays off, while many theaters around the country run on
a Thursday through Sunday schedule. However during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, performances were regularly on Mondays and Wednesdays. Doors opened at
5:30 and performances began at 6:30.
For the week of December 23 rd, 1811 the originally scheduled performance was
set for the evening of Monday, December 23 rd. That particular Wednesday happened to
be Christmas so there were to be no shows that day. Advertised for Monday evening’s
show was a new play called The Father; or Family Feuds, which had been translated
18

from the French of Diderot by a gentleman of Richmond named Louis Girardin, a French
émigré who conducted an academy for boys at Eighth and Cary Streets (now downtown
Richmond.) The afterpiece was a new pantomime called Raymond and Agnes, or, the

Bleeding Nun. A description of the play was given in detail, informing the public that the
play was a comedy in five acts which consisted of a hero named Raymond whose
adventures begin when his carriage breaks down in a forest. Filled with attempted
murder, the first act of the play sees the hero escape death time and time again.
Agnes, heroine of the play, aids him through a dark castle which contains the ghost of a
bleeding nun, and contains many twists and turns throughout the story, and then
concludes with the wedding of Raymond and Agnes. “It breathes throughout the whole
the purest morality and the most affecting pathos; in short, it is a family picture of
masterly design, and exquisite coloring.” “We therefore congratulate the public on the
refined banquet thus prepared for them.” (Thirtieth Season, 352). In order to ease
anyone’s mind that theatre may be immoral, it was said that due to this kind of work
being presented, the Theatre may and ought to be a school of morals as well as a place
of elegant recreation, and it certainly would receive the patronage of the town.
December 26, 1811 was the last time Raymond and Agnes, or the Bleeding Nun , was
performed for many years.
A night at the theatre at this time consisted of five to six hours of various
entertainment, made up of plays and an array of acts between pieces. This particular
evening would see the likes of a “comic song” by company member Mr. West, a “dance”
by Miss E. Placide, daughter of the manager, a “song” by Miss Thomas, and a
19

“hornpipe” by Miss Placide, another daughter of the manager, as detailed in the Playbill
for the night of the event. It would be a wonderful event filled with bells and whistles,
as it was to be the benefit night for Mr. Alexander Placide.

A brief description of the bill of events, courtesy of the Library of Virginia

At this point in the history of theatre, popular actors were given a benefit night
at the end of their company’s season, in which they received the proceeds of that
evening’s show. This made up the bulk of their salary. After such a productive season,
the night of December 23, 1811 was sure to be another successful night of events.
However due to unforeseen circumstances surrounding bad weather and a missing
actor who was quite happily and much to his own doing stuck in another city, the night
20

had to be postponed to Thursday December 26 th. Quite remarkable is the idea that had
the night gone as planned on Monday December 23 rd, the awful calamity of Thursday
night may never have taken place.
“A whole theatre wrapped in flames, a gay and animated assembly suddenly
thrown on the very verge of the grave—many of them. Oh! How many, precipitated in a
moment into eternity, youth and beauty and Old Age, and genius overwhelmed in one
promiscuous ruin…Husbands, females, and children shrieking while the gathering
Element came rolling on its curling flames” (Letter to Samuel Webb, by John Shore,
December 1811).
To further expand upon the reasoning as to why the event did not take place as
it was meant to on Monday, December 23 rd, it is important to discuss a man named
George Frederick Cooke, a well-known and celebrated British actor and the first major
foreign star on the American stage. With a repertoire of 300 roles, he was admired for
his Shylock, Iago, and Richard III. Cooke performed at the Royal Theater in Covent
Garden for many years before he sailed to the United States for an American tour
(Wilmeth & Tile 108).
Thomas A. Cooper, Cooke’s manager, had high hopes that a lengthy tour in
America would help to redeem Cooke’s character (Ibid. 108). Establishing a reputation
of being chronically inebriated, such a trait had brought upon Cooke a slowly declining
career; however ticket sales skyrocketed once word spread that he would be
performing in the States. American theatre managers realized that British touring stars
could and would help their companies to achieve an immensely profitable business, and
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the Placide & Green Company made sure to book Mr. Cooke for their 1811 season
(Witham 73). Many theatregoers rushed to box offices across multiple cities in hopes of
attaining a ticket to see the famous actor.
Upon arrival Cooke was initially celebrated, but many Americans became
disenchanted with him shortly thereafter. Although he arrived in the public’s favor, it
soon turned to disappointment after a benefit was held in Cooke’s honor in New York
City to which he arrived in a drunken stupor, unrehearsed and unapologetic. He
proceeded to recite soliloquies from the wrong plays, often repeating himself and
mumbling incoherently throughout the entire night (Maginnes 151). It was quite easy
for the public to ascertain the actor’s alcoholic dependency, but he managed to eke out
a relatively successful tour. By December of 1811, his behavior and drunken outbursts
had reached full swing. Despite his reputation, Mr. Placide had negotiated an
agreement with Cooke, hiring a carriage in New York to transport the actor to
Richmond (Miller 372). However, after a mid-December performance, he remained in
New York instead of moving on to Richmond where he was meant to join the Placide &
Green Company before they continued on to South Carolina (Maginnes 147). By
including Cooke in their lineup they were hoping to guarantee for themselves a lucrative
and successful season and despite learning that he had failed to catch the carriage
waiting for him, they gave Cooke the benefit of the doubt. Still believing that his
involvement would further cement the company’s reputation, they waited with hopes he
would soon arrive in Richmond. This decision to stay for a few more days instead of
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moving on to Charleston set the city on its fateful path to the disastrous night of
December 26, 1811.
With Christmas having come and gone, many of the city’s foremost citizens and
their holiday guests, visitors to the city, and members of the state legislature, as well as
free blacks and slaves gathered in the Richmond Theater for a night of performances.
The playhouse was crowded and lively with the promise of a wonderful evening ahead.
598 tickets had been sold, 80 of which were children’s tickets as well as 50 gallery
tickets. One person remarked, in his account of the night, that the boxes were filled
with “old age, smiling youth, and blooming infancy” ( The American Standard , Extra,
December 27, 1811).
Theatre seating was segregated; people from gentry to slaves and free blacks,
common workers and the wealthy upper class, and those of lower social strata could
attend an evening of theatre. Blacks, free or not, sat up in the gallery alongside
prostitutes and those of other low social class. The middle class sat in the benches near
the orchestra pit, and the wealthier members of society sat in lower and upper tiers of
box seats on the second and third floors of the theatre, dressed in their finest clothing.
Men wore broadcloth coats with tall collar and cravats. Their heads were topped
with winter hats and they carried canes as a fashion statement rather than as a walking
assistant. Buckskin breeches and fair-top boots were fashionable at the time, and the
perfection of the breeches was in the tightness of the fit. The throat was covered in 10
yards of muslin, roughly the same amount as a lady’s skirt flounce would have
(Mordecai 187).
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Women from prominent families wore their best winter gowns and soft flat
slippers. As the eighteenth century passed and the nineteenth century made way,
dresses became simpler in fashion and imitated Grecian drapery with its fluid lines.
Dresses were high-waisted and long, touching the floor. Hair was curled in tight coils,
sometimes dipped in sugar and water mixture to keep its shape, with a ribbon braided
through to imitate Greek goddesses. Shielding them from cold temperatures were floor
length capes, wraps, or cloaks donned over the gowns, as it was difficult to find coats
large enough to go over full-sleeved dresses. Due to the expense of fabric, some
women used mere canvass for the foundation of their gowns and only the
superstructure or flounces were of costly material. The costly material, such as rich silk,
muslin, and heavy cotton covered the canvass underneath completely and the observer
was all the while oblivious. Occasionally trimmed in satin, such gowns were always
favored for evening wear. The stiff collar of a dress coat was made to sit as high as the
ears, and stood several inches from the back of the head. Being covered in multiple
layers of clothing kept the ladies warm during the cold winter months, but would
contribute to their deaths when the fire started and their clothing held them back from
making a quick escape.
Seeking post-Yuletide entertainment, many Richmonders assembled at the
Richmond Theatre on Shockoe Hill. Entering through the main door which happened to
be the only entrance for audience members, everyone proceeded through a narrow
lobby to the pit; from this entrance a flight of stairs ascended to the first tier of boxes,
and from this tier another flight to the second, and from there another flight to the
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third. Everyone took their designated places inside and prepared themselves for a night
of merriment. The wealthy audience members sat in the tiered boxes and chatted back
and forth, the middle classes sat in the pit, and the poorer whites and blacks sat in the
upper gallery on long uncushioned benches without backs, accessible only by an
outside staircase. It was impossible to empty the upper tiers of boxes until the pit was
empty, and then only one tier at a time. Already an issue of small doorframes, another
problem concerning the exit was “The doors of the theatre all opened inwards, so that
any pressure from within would prevent their opening, and thus hinder egress from the
building” (Little 120). All members of the audience were free to comment on the
performances and were permitted to be as loud as their near seatmates would allow
(Rocky Road to Richmond, 83).
The playbill for the night included a description of the principal scenes in the
Pantomime. This was common and helped to guide the audience along with the story. A
synopsis of the play describing the entirety of Raymond and Agnes, or the Bleeding

Nun, fills a large portion of the program in tiny font. It was a play loosely based on a
famous novel called The Monk written in 1796 by M.G. Lewis. Having been performed
years earlier in New York to a receptive audience, the Placide & Green Company
believed it would hold the deepest attention of the crowds and they were correct in
their thinking. The company performed the piece a small number of times in the weeks
leading up to the disastrous evening of December 26 th, 1811 to a responsive audience
and tickets for the post-Christmas show sold quickly. Despite its popularity, after that
night the pantomime play was not performed again for at least a century.
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Following the first play of the evening were a few musical acts aforementioned.
Shortly thereafter, climaxing the bill of events, was the pantomime. Though it was aptly
described to be filled with thrills and terrors, all of that paled in comparison to the
horror which the audience was about to experience themselves. The first act of the
pantomime went very well. As described in the playbill, Raymond met Agnes. The
helpless pair was seized by a band of robbers and threatened multiple times with
ghastly fates. While a flickering prop chandelier lit the stage, Raymond foiled the villains
and escorted Agnes to an off-stage sanctuary before the curtain fell on the first act. The
audience settled further into their seats, awaiting the second act in happy anticipation.
Backstage, the stagehands prepared for the second act. A backdrop was raised
showing the robbers’ den and behind that, a backdrop depicting a castle was placed for
the following scene. No longer needed, the chandelier was hauled out of sight before
anyone could extinguish it. It was moved by two cords which worked over two pulleys
and inserted in a collar-beam of the roof about 15 feet above (Awful Calamity at

Richmond, 29). Despite his hesitation over pulling up the chandelier which had two
wicks fixed to it, only one of them being lit, a stagehand obeyed the stern command of
an unknown voice somewhere behind him, and pulled the ropes to raise it up. No one
knew who gave the order. Swinging and veering dangerously close to the hemp canvas
backdrops, Mr. Rice, the property man, saw the chandelier was still lit and he
demanded three times it be lowered in order to be blown out. This order was confirmed
by Thomas West, an actor who happened to be passing by on his way to begin the
second act of the pantomime. Mr. Rice became drawn to another matter of business at
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a different part of the stage and did not stay to make sure the light was blown out.
Unfortunately as the stagehand lowered the chandelier, the rope to it was attached
became tangled and the chandelier began to swing around in a circle as it descended
jerkily. Mr. Cook, the carpenter of the theatre, saw the cords tangle and noticed that
during its oscillation the chandelier got closer and closer to the hemp backdrops until
the lit candle came in contact with one of the highly flammable pieces of hemp scenery.
The backdrop took fire and the flame rose, nearing the roof which was elevated six or
seven feet above the top of the piece of scenery. Despite being a backdrop made of
paper, and not a backdrop of a transparent scene which required varnish coating, it was
still very combustible. Behind the backdrop that caught fire hung thirty-five scenes
which depicted skies, roofs, and towns. Thirty-four of these backdrops were canvas
paintings whose well-covered fibrous sides easily took to the flame ( Awful Calamity at

Richmond, 31).
Meanwhile, the curtain rose for the second act and Thomas West took his place
on stage as another company member named Hopkins Robertson, waited in the wings.
Mr. West heard some bustle behind the scenes but he did not take notice. Backstage,
stagehands and carpenters scrambled to put out the fire. Mr. Cook, the carpenter,
ascended into the carpenter’s gallery above and succeeded in letting down some of the
scenes onto the floor, believing this would extinguish the flames. However the cords
which held the scenes up had already caught on fire and could not be taken down.
Soon, the roof welcomed the flame and the danger overwhelmed Cook and compelled
him to flee for his life (Virginia Cavalcade, 6). On stage, the scene began with West
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kneeling on the ground, and it was in this moment when audience members began to
notice tiny flakes of fire falling around the center of the stage. Despite their best efforts,
workers behind the scenes on the level of the stage were unable to subdue the fire
from below and, like Mr. Cook, fled for their lives. There was a general motion of
stirring in the house as people wondered what was occurring. With each second that
passed, the sparks increased with velocity until a broad flame began to glint from the
stage. A mass of fire around the size of an adult hand fell from the burning roof, caught
for a moment on a piece of detached scenery, and burst into a thousand pieces of
uncontrollably fierce fire. At this point, Mr. Robertson broke the character of Raymond,
walked on to the stage, and shouted his infamous penetrating words while the flames
increased behind him.
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CHAPTER 3:
VOLUMES OF SMOKE AND FIRE

“The house is on fire!” These five words passed through the Richmond Theatre
and traveled down the spines of every audience member with electric impetus on the
fateful night of December 26, 1811. It was meant to be a night of mirth and festivity
but was quickly turning into a night of woe and terror. Immediately upon hearing those
dread-filled words, the instinct for self-preservation took over the hearts of every
person in the house. As fine, respectable, and well-mannered the audience may have
been deemed earlier that evening, they were suddenly transformed into an excited and
terrified mob. Beginning in the pit and carrying throughout the house to the tiered
boxes above, the stampede began.
As the fire spread quickly outwards, filling the house with smoke and flame, the
audience’s panic increased as there was only one main door to exit through. Those in
the pit were near enough to escape quickly, but the many people who adorned the
tiered boxes soon found their highly regarded seating now being used against them.
With one narrow passageway to move through, where scarcely two bodies could pass
comfortably, everyone crowded into that small space in a struggle with one another,
helpless and desperate to flee. Those behind began to push those in front down the
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steps, causing many people to fall to the ground and become trampled. Most of the
people in the gallery to include free blacks and slaves managed to escape through a set
of stairs that were cut off from the rest of the house; for once the segregation that
plagued their lives aided them in their survival.
Men, women, and children were pressed against each other while those behind
them were pushing forward under the pressure of heat. Cries for help could be heard
underneath the roar of the fire, which by now had engulfed the entire ceiling. One
person who was in attendance that night described the fire above as a “sheet of living
flame” encompassing the whole roof (The Weekly Register, January 1812). The roof
was neither plastered nor sealed; it was a sheeting of pine plank nailed over the rafters
and overlaid with shingles. Sap still clung to parts of the planks making the already
combustible material even more so. This led to the rapid spreading of fire which many
survivors described as unparalleled and unequalled by any of the other fires to have
desolated the city (Awful Calamity at Richmond , 33).
It would have been in the greatest interest of those in the boxes to jump down
to the safety of the empty pit below, but many did not choose to take this leap. Based
on eye witness accounts, there would have been no difficulty in descending into the pit
from the first tiered boxes at the very least, but out of fear of heights most of the
patrons from the boxes chose to rush for the stairway instead. The theatre is described
as having had windows on the level of the boxed seats, but those who happened to be
closest to the windows were too afraid to leap out while people behind them caught on
fire.
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Many buildings back in these times had doors which swung inward and the
Richmond Theatre was no exception to this architectural flaw. Because of this, when
the audience rushed for the exit, the doors closed against them and were kept that way
by their own weight and the pressure from behind as everyone stood and pressed
against each other in hopes of escape.
As the fire spread and the heat swelled within the theatre, desperation set in.
With at least 598 people in attendance, it is not difficult to imagine the panic in the
hordes of people packed together against the main entrance to the theatre. Many men
scrambled over the heads of the incredibly dense crowd, vying for the exit. Women,
donning their floor-length gowns and warm cloaks, had their clothing yanked and pulled
from behind. This led many women to be dragged or pushed down to the ground; their
clothing restricted their ability to get up and many did not rise and were trampled upon.
Those who were clogged within the congestion of the staircases felt the pressure of
panic set in and began to turn to the windows as a point of escape. Many jumped;
others were thrust out or dropped down by others (Theatrical Amusements, 304). The
heat had overwhelmed the interior space and with the fast approaching flames causing
mortal concern, the audience members now had one more thing to worry about: the
horror of suffocation caused by the smoke.
The ventilation in the building was poor. The volume of smoke within the space
could not escape through the roof; instead it bent downwards in its thick, black form.
Saturated with oily vapors, many people who were still trapped inside suffocated from
the smoke. Some of these victims probably had enough strength to leap from the
31

windows but never had the chance to try. Others were revived by a gasp of fresh air
which they inhaled at a window or a small cranny or crack in the structure of the
building (Awful Calamity, 19). The lobbies began to fill with smoke as well so that the
people could neither see nor breathe. Echoing above the snap of the flame and the
rumbling of feet were shrieks of pain and terror.
Minutes after the start of the fire shoving, pushing, and thrusting against one
another, people were so tightly packed together in the narrow spaces that no one coul d
move. The unsteady-footed fell or were knocked down while others trampled over
them. Those who may have held hope that the stairways were the best form of escape,
those who hesitated in leaping out of a window, were now vying for that route. The
clothes of some were on fire when they finally had the chance to leap. Many people
broke bones in the fall while others were crushed by more falling on top of them. One
account details a woman jumping out with her clothes on fire. The editor of the

American Standard tore her burning clothes off of her and protected her “nakedness”
with his own coat before carrying her away from the building.
Many Richmonders lost their lives in the fall from the window while others were
crippled from broken limbs. Others did indeed survive the jump but suffered from bad
burns from the flames that had already taken over their clothing. The agony of being
burned alive caused many people to push others out of the window who happened to
be in front of them. Many were thrown back from the windows which they attempted to
climb from. The push for an escape caused the crowd to rise above itself and on top of
one another, trampling women and children in the stampede for survival. Men
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clambered over the heads of the dense masses, gained the windows and leaped forth
at the risk of life and limb, while women were maimed or crippled (History of Richmond,
122). The most heart piercing cries rung through the house in a chorus of “Save me!
Save me!”
A few minutes after the start of the fire, it became impossible to save anyone
who was still struggling to escape by way of the stairs. The middle flight gave way
under the strain of people on it and collapsed, the people on it screaming as they fell.
Not long after, the uppermost flight broke in its turn, hurling more terrified victims
down and on top of the many broken bodies who had already fallen. Laying there
helpless and stuck, the flames finally reached them. Within ten minutes the entire
house was wrapped in flames (Full Account of the Burning of the Richmond Theatre).
A slave and blacksmith by the name of Gilbert Hunt was walking home after
attending evening worship at the Baptist Church. According to his biographical
pamphlet published in 1859, he "was startled by the cry that the theatre was on fire.
My wife's mistress called to me and begged me to hasten to the theatre, and if possible,
save her only daughter- a young lady who had been teaching me my book every night
and one whom I loved very much." By the time he arrived at the theatre, Hunt saw
people jumping from windows. Rushing to a nearby home which belonged to a black
aristocrat named Sy Gilliatt, Hunt asked to borrow a mattress for those trapped in the
building to jump onto. Gilliatt flatly refused his request ( Olde Times, 7). Instead Hunt
managed to procure a ladder, but by the time he arrived back at the scene of the fire, it
had gotten worse. Running to a spot below a top window, he began receiving ladies
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lowered down by Dr. James McCaw. When the building was overcome with flames, Dr.
McCaw leapt to the ground and believed he had broken his leg. Gilbert Hunt grabbed
the man under the arms and dragged him to safety just as a burning wall fell right in
the spot McCaw had lain. Hunt’s help and courage in the disaster gained him much
notoriety.

A photograph of Gilbert Hunt, taken much later in his life.

Several people who were lucky enough to emerge from the building were so
badly burned that they later died from their afflictions. A few brave souls who had
escaped earlier noticed a missing friend or relative and plunged back in to rescue those
still trapped inside. Though some were successful in their attempts, others were never
seen again, perishing within. Outside in the open air women with disheveled hair
wandered around in grief; mothers called for their children, husbands for their wives,
brothers for their sisters.
34

Loud keening filled the entire area outside of the building. The bells began to toll
in order to notify the population that a fire was taking place and the whole town rushed
to the fatal spot. Not long after the bells sounded their fateful rings, a volunteer
firefighting brigade arrived with their hand labeled hats, a fire engine wagon, and hand
pumps with leather hoses. All of this proved to be quite ineffective by the time they
arrived. Many spectators noted the firefighters simply stood and watched the fire with
horror, powerless to help (Full Account of the Burning of the Richmond Theatre).
Firefighting apparatus of the early nineteenth century consisted primarily of
buckets and a wagon fire engine operated by muscle power. Firefighters would pull the
wagon to the place of the fire, but well aware of their limitations, they knew it was not
always possible to extinguish the flames. Early fire extinguishing operations were
generally defensive in nature with crews attempting to protect nearby buildings and
keep the fire contained to its origination. One of the major problems with this was that
the battle to keep it at the origin was often lost before the church bells’ tolling could
ring out and let the firefighters know they were needed. By the time they would arrive,
it would be too late to be of much help.
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An example of what a hand pump fire engine may have looked like around the time of the
Richmond Theatre fire

As people collected around the fire, the ground was littered with burnt bodies
piled in heaps. The smell of scorched human flesh was described as offensive, the
mangled corpses disgusted the eye, and the shrieks of those in pain or sorrow rode the
air. “In the midst of this awful sight, the burning house stood out, at once the cause of
all this agony, and the torch to light up the scene of misery and death” (Editor of The

American Standard). Heaved from their flimsy foundations, the walls tottered,
staggered, and fell into an ocean of molten flame. “A crushing sound, a hideous crash,
a wild and agonizing cry, and it was over” ( The Ladies’ Garland 301).
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CHAPTER 4:
SURVIVOR ACCOUNTS

By now, the crowds outside began decreasing. Many were wounded, bruised,
and suffocated, dropping quickly. The ground was littered with burned shoes, clothing,
canes, and glasses. The air was thick with sorrow as the sounds of anxiety, pain, and
suffering carried across the night. Many women were stripped to the waist due to
having their clothes violently yanked and pulled from behind by fellow escapees. City
spectators who came once the bells tolled stood alongside injured people in shock and
wandered the area around the building in search of family members or friends. Many
good citizens assisted in the transportation of wounded persons to nearby homes for
medical aid or mere shelter from the cold. By morning, the fire had burned itself out
and nothing remained of the theatre except for a few blackened sections of wall and a
stack of smoking ruins.
Intent to understand the circumstances of the fateful evening in order to
penetrate the ill-met fates of those who perished, the Committee of Investigation took
it upon themselves to collect a narrative from every person who was able to provide
information from that night. Not only did the event itself cause death, pain, and
suffering, the task of recalling those frightening moments prompted the cup of affliction
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to spill over. Some citizens were able to deliver their chronicle in a collected manner.
Many were so overwhelmed by their emotions that they could not illustrate their
experiences for the Committee and instead chose to write a letter detailing their
perspectives. All of this combined was effective enough in communicating the horror of
that night. Together they wove a collective statement that allowed the Committee to
understand the entirety of the evening.
A written statement by a man named J. G. Jackson related his experience for the
Committee, explaining that he occupied a seat in a lower corner box to the left of the
entrance of the theatre. He saw the start of the fire before the words were uttered; a
piece of paper in full blaze was descending from the ceiling above the stage. Other
audience members took notice and once the actor cried “The house is on fire!” people
immediately rushed from their seats. As this gentleman was making his way to the
stairway, he heard someone cry out that it was a false alarm. Surprised and assuming
the small blaze had been stifled, he returned to his corner box but noticed a door to the
back of the stage was open. Upon glancing inside, he saw the scenery was in full blaze
and the roof of that area was on fire. Once the man realized his error in returning to his
box, he quickened his steps and discovered the lobby leading to the stairway was
congested with people, mostly women. Not wanted to press against them so as not to
offend them, and believing the fire was restrained to the stage area, he remained
patient until a thick black smoke rushed over them. “So instantaneously suffocating,
that those who had yielded to their fears by crying, sunk without a groan, and I found a
space in front no longer crowded, except by prostrate bodies” ( Awful Calamity, 43).
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This citizen pushed forward until he realized, despite the smoke, that he was near a
window close to the head of the stairs. Intent to use it as his means of escape, he was
stopped a few feet away by overcrowding and had to gasp in the suffocating smoke.
This caused him to fall senseless and he somehow descended to the level of the pit,
where a strong current of fresh air brought him back to consciousness. Standing and
carrying a woman who implored him to save her, he asked multiple men which direction
was the way out. He received no answer, but found himself following the wind current
which led him to the door.
Newspapers across the state published numerous accounts describing the
calamity in lengthy detail. Many accounts were given of those with courage that was
described as “more than human” (Burning of the Theatre, 122). Husbands attempted to
seek their wives, parents their children, and friends of friends. Inside the lobby of the
theatre Governor George W. Smith, who had only been bestowed as Virginia’s governor
days earlier, had brought his wife to a place of safety only to turn back for a young lady
who had accompanied him and his party; his wife was carried out by the crowd and
made it outside of the burning building safely; Governor Smith, upon returning found
her gone and presumed she had attempted to follow him back inside, and dove back
into the house again and perished (History of Richmond, 123).
As told in the Baltimore Weekly Register , John G. Jackson was in attendance that
night and after the start of the fire he was overcome by the suffocating smoke. He
almost lost consciousness and felt his feet descending to the level of the pit before a
strong current of fresh air from a nearby crack in the wall revived him and he struggled
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to rise. Upon finding the door, he made it out and helped a woman along the way. The
fire at this point was pouring out the front windows of the building and the roof was
starting to tumble in on itself.
A man named M.W. Hancock tried desperately to save those in his party which
consisted of his niece, three boys, and two women. Occupying the seventh and eighth
boxes, they enjoyed their evening until the curtain rose of the second act of the
pantomime. When the fire began Mr. Hancock saw it with his own eyes, and he and his
party bustled about in confusion before the awful horror of the event set in. He did all
he could to keep his company together, but was separated from them all. Hoping the
boys could take care of themselves, he turned his attention to the next box where the
ladies of his party sat. Seeing that the box was no longer occupied, Mr. Hancock was
carried along the current of the crowd. He began to think of saving himself as the
flames approached rapidly. “Hitherto the scene had been all bustle, confusion, and
consternation; it now changed to one of awful horror and desperation, that beggars all
description- all ceremony was forgotten in conforming to the first law of nature” ( A

Report of the Committee of Investigation , 45). Taking notice of the center window at
the front end of the house, he attempted his escape but the crowd began to pack in
around him. By now the area was entrenched in darkness from the smoke. At last he
succeeded by physically mounting the heads of the crowd; surrounded by the
unavailing cries of those around him he raised the sash of the window, thrust his feet
out, and then the bottom sash came down on him, locking him in place. Those strong
enough to climb over him and out of the top part of the window did so, crushing his
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foot between the lower sash and the bottom frame of the window. Almost suffocating
from smoke, he nearly gave up, but then the flames rushed over his head and it gave
him new life. He raised the sash with a great amount of effort, extracted his foot, and
jumped out.
John Lynch was the last man to make it out of the window after Mr. Hancock
and described his ordeal in similar fashion. Attempting to escape through the lobby of
the second floor, there was nothing but utter darkness from the thick, black smoke.
Unable to help anyone to safety and in the middle of a throng of suffocating people, he
noticed a window had burst open. Despite almost reaching the window, flames rushed
all around him and his hair caught on fire. Horrified at the thought of being burned
alive, he saw people dropping of suffocation at the window which left it free for him to
jump. As he did, he heard a loud and awful crash behind him. “Providence preserved
me!” (Awful Calamity at Richmond , 48).
One story was told in the American Standard of a man simply called Botts who
perished in the fire alongside his wife and niece. Described as a man fallen victim to his
hopes, he sat still with his wife while the crowd passed by in order to get out of the
theatre. They left behind five children and many other distraught family members. Mrs.
Botts’ sister-in-law Mrs. Page gave into the impulse of her fear and rushed out of the
theatre as quickly as she was able and survived the event.
Perhaps one of the most famous accounts was that of two victims, Lieutenant
James Gibbon and Sally Conyers. Of noble background, they were surrounded by
friends and family in boxed seats for the evening. When the house was announced to
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be on fire, he and his acquaintance John Lynch, who has been aforementioned,
attempted to calm the ladies they were with, but once the stage became engulfed in
flames they decidedly took action. Sally Conyers had fainted in fright, and Lieutenant
Gibbon along with Mr. Lynch held Miss Conyers up between the two of them. According
to Mr. Lynch they proceeded toward the stairs when Gibbon turned and said, “Lynch,
leave Sally to me, I am strong enough to carry her. She is light, and you can save
somebody else” (Awful Calamity, 48). Mr. Lynch then turned around to seek another
acquaintance to save, and that was the last anyone saw of Lieutenant Gibbon and Sally
Conyers. Their bodies were found locked in an embrace inside of the theatre at the foot
of the stairs. Despite having been heavily burned, they were identified by their jewelry
and a few charred remains of their clothing. Most of the dead were found at the foot of
the stairs and in the lobby.
Saved by sheer strength and determination, one man’s wife was pulled over the
bodies in the stairway by the hair on her head, an act which ultimately saved her life.
Her husband managed to escape with his life and that of their child’s. Another man
named Robert Greenhow survived by propelling himself down the stairs over the bodies
of the fallen with his young son in his arms. Mr. Gordon was saved by jumping out of a
window; his wife following him shortly thereafter, clinging to another man. Her little
daughter was seen hanging on her hair as they precipitated out of the window (Ibid.
49).
A letter written to Mr. Hewes, editor of the Baltimore Federal Gazette, described
a man’s occurrence of escape “almost miraculously”. When the fire was first discovered,
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he was sitting with two small girls and a boy. The boy leaped from a nearby window
and escaped unhurt. This particular gentleman took the two girls under his arms and
ran with them to the staircase, jammed between the people in front of him and those
who quickly followed behind. In desperate measures, the people from behind began
climbing over heads and overpowered him. He was bent over with the children in his
arm before he faded and became unconscious. Several hours later, he came to his
senses and found himself in his own bed at home. The man believed he must have
been wedged up and carried along by the mass, as he was discovered some distance
away from the theatre. The two girls he was attempting to rescue escaped unhurt.

WRITING GRIEF
Letters of sorrow were mailed across the nation, recollecting the events of that
night and speaking tales of horror. A letter of such nature was received by
Representative of Virginia, Honorary M. Clay, from a gentleman who is unnamed.
Within its contents he describes the city “plunged into affliction” and “all of Richmond is
in tears, children have lost their parents, parents have lost their children.” He recounts
through tearful eyes his experience in the theatre that night
Nothing I can say, can paint the awful, shocking, maddening scene. The images
of both my children were before me, but I was removed by an impassable crowd
from the dear sufferers. The youngest, with gratitude to heaven I write it, sprang
towards the voice of her papa, reaching my assisting hand, and was extricated
from the overwhelming mass that soon checked the passage of the stairs; but no
efforts could avail me to reach or even gain sight of the other; and my dear,
dear Margaret and your sweet Mary, with her companions passed together and
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at once into a happier world. . . Oh God, eternity cannot banish that spectacle of
horror from my recollection. (Distressing Calamity, 5)
A man who wrote to a friend in Boston explained that he was one of the last to
make it out of the building before the roof fell. Once he tumbled outside, he saw what
he believed to be fifty ladies dead, some naked, others nearly so, and horribly mangled
and crushed beyond any power of description (Boston Repertory Office, 1812, 6). This
account is confirmed by multiple eyewitnesses and survivors who stated that so many
ladies were thrust from the second story windows and injured beyond repair by men
who followed shortly thereafter.
Rumors began milling about in other cities claiming men didn’t do enough to
save their female counterparts and acted only to save themselves. Hindsight shows that
more women fell victim than men because of the way they were dressed; it was difficult
for women to clear the building with such long and flowing dresses. The tops of gowns
were covered in canvas and cloaks or capes covered the gowns to keep the chill at bay.
Easier to be stepped on, tripped, and then trampled over, many women were crushed
under the stampede of the crowd vying to escape. Multiple accounts are synonymous
with one another in the description of women jumping from windows with their dresses
lit with flames as well as accounts of escaped ladies with badly burned, torn, or missing
clothing, shivering half naked in the cold night just outside the building. It is
unfortunate to attribute so many deaths of females to the fashion of the day, but such
a style prevented a quick escape.
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Caroline Homassel Thornton, in an autobiography written many years after the
tragic event, described her memory of the fire in vivid detail. “All was fire, flame,
smoke, and confusion, and the only feeling of escape alone was felt by all. My dear
uncle, last to escape, had his ankle dislocated and his leg broken, compound fracture, a
double injury from which he never recovered. My uncle was placed on a mattress taken
from an adjoining house and brought home by the mill hands who dearly loved him and
begged for that permission” (Thornton, 36).
A citizen of the city who is unnamed wrote a letter dated for December 31, 1811
describing his involvement with the calamity. Around 10:30 that evening, he found
himself not interested in the pantomime taking place on stage and went into the lobby
where he encountered another gentleman who had not taken to the performance
either. After some small conversation they decided to walk to the other gentleman’s
house which was near the theatre. After walking about five hundred feet they heard a
strange noise and turned around to see the theatre enveloped in flames. Both
gentlemen had wives and children inside and flew back to the building in order to give
their assistance. Already on the outside of the building this man stood below a window
and rescued as many as he could from destruction. He described many ladies’ clothing
engulfed in flames. After catching multiple women from the window, one lady jumped
out before he could steady himself and hit him in the head, knocking him unconscious
for an undetermined amount of time. When the gentleman finally came to his senses,
he saw no more people at the window as the flames had burst through, and the shrieks
and cries from inside had ceased. At this moment he ambled around the grounds
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outside in order to help the injured and confused. He stated that the fire was so intense
and “the flames, the progress of which, was so rapid, and the ties between husband
and wife, parent and child, sister and brother, so strong, that before any plan of
salvation could be formed, all was lost; the time intervening between the first
appearance and the fire and the last person saved, was not more than six minutes”
(American Standard, 1811, 25).
Nearly every letter states the impossibility of expressing through words what one
hour of horror on that night did. The terrible conflagration served to overwhelm
hundreds of people with grief and despair and as letters made their way across the
country and overseas, grief spread its long and stinging tentacles across so many more
sympathetic lives.
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CHAPTER 5:
THE CUP OF AFFLICTION

The death count shocked the city, and soon after word spread, stunned the
country. Every part of the state held someone who lost a friend or relative in the
disaster. Each day the newspaper would bring to the public’s knowledge some fresh
side to the horror of that fateful night, a new circumstance of distress, and an addition
of lamentation relating to the calamity. In a letter written by Elizabeth Dunlap to Dr.
John Hayes, dated from Philadelphia on January 4, 1812, she writes of her grief and
states “My eyes have been swollen with weeping the fate of the unhappy sufferersGreat God! The circumstances can never be mentioned without exciting tears of grief”
(Letter to Dunlap, Hayes, 1812). Newspaper articles, letters of mourning, and excerpts
from magazines display many double exclamation points and phrases of remorse. The
entire the nation grieved the lives lost in the flames.
In the weeks after the theatre burned, the few doctors of the city of Richmond
did their best to attend to the citizens who survived the flames. From burns to broken
bones, there was much work to do. In his tender devotion to John Richards, Dr. Philip
Thornton gradually won over the heart of the lady he adored, John's niece Caroline
Homassel. Having turned down his hand in marriage once before, then seeing his
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attentiveness to her beloved uncle and his terrible injury of a dislocated ankle and
compound fracture to the thigh, Dr. Thornton finally "merited some return" in her eyes
and she accepted his proposal by February. The two were wed in April of 1812
(Thornton, Autobiography, 37).
Other physicians in town included Dr. Foushee and Dr. McClurg, longtime
residents of the city who mostly did pro bono work and were not wealthy men. At this
time in the country there were not yet professional standards for medical practice, so
the citizens themselves practiced folk remedies ( Letters from the South, 75). Most
physicians learned their profession through apprenticeships or self-instruction and if so
inclined could declare themselves a doctor. Dr. James McCaw, present at the theatre
that night, had been grievously injured in his leap from a window of the theatre after
partnering with Gilbert Hunt to save many women trapped in the building. Suffering
from multiple muscle lacerations in his thigh as well as extensive burns on his back, he
was put out of commission for quite some time. This proved to be quite unfortunate, as
Dr. McCaw was one of the only doctors in town who had a rigorous education at
medical school in Edinburgh, Scotland. Serving as a general surgeon and physician, he
was seen as "equal to any emergency in his profession" (Albion 33). McCaw
recuperated from his injuries and went on to practice for fifty more years, but walked
for the rest of his life with a pronounced limp (Mordecai 217).
Those who survived the fire but carried on some parts of their bodies second and
third degree burns from the flames were due for more pain and suffering after the
event. Dr. James Lyons, a citizen of Richmond, published an article in the Enquirer
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entitled “Best Remedy for Burns.” Within this article he urged his readers to apply to
burns linens soaked in cold vinegar. He had received this information from a book
published in 1792 entitled Medical Facts and Observations, written by a man named
David Cleghorn. Stating that vinegar cooled and reduced the inflammation surrounding
a burn, he prescribed the application of these soaked linens for hours at a time. Dr.
Lyons himself noted that this treatment itself burned the tender skin, but immediately
stopped once the linens were removed. He also recommended application of a chalky
poultice once the burns began to ooze. Blisters on the skin, a symptom of second
degree burns, filled with liquid and varied in size from that of a quarter to larger than
the area of a handprint. Lyons recommended puncturing these blisters, pressing the
water out of them, and applying the vinegar and chalk directly to the open wound
(Enquirer, January 1812). Soreness and infection resulted in this constant puncturing.
The agony these ‘treatments’ inflicted upon the victims probably served as another
painful reminder of the tragedy which took place that night.
Many survivors shared a more common injury which resulted from the inhalation
of smoke. Smoke inhalation leads the victim to take in harmful gases and toxic vapors
in the lungs, resulting in serious damage. The harmful poisons given off by combustion
can injure the lungs in three ways: heat damage, tissue irritation, and oxygen
starvation of tissues otherwise known as asphyxiation ( Encyclopedia of Medicine, 2006).
Many victims of the Richmond Theatre fire exhibited physical signs of heat damage
which included singed nasal hairs, burns inside the mouth and nose, and swelling of the
throat, not to mention the unseen injuries within the lungs. According to the Reporter's
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Guide to Fire and the National Fire Protection Association , smoke consists of particles so
small they can penetrate the respiratory system's protective filters and lodge
themselves within the lungs. It is unfortunate that not much was known at that time
regarding how to cure smoke inhalation. In the Virginia Almanack of 1812 , it was
advised that people with respiratory problems should inhale smoke from a thorn apple
or stinkweed (32). This did little to relieve the damage at hand, and nothing could be
said in manner of curing the psychological destruction experienced by survivors.

FINDING A CAUSE
In the morning after the tragic event, a committee was appointed by citizens in
the city of Richmond in order to discover the cause of the fire. This Committee of
Investigation, in a report just days after the fire, resolved that it could not solely be the
combustibility of the backdrops and wooden roof which caused so many audience
members to perish; it must have also been due to the architecture of the building itself.
The lack of large vomitories disabled the passage of the crowd in a manner that would
have allowed everyone to exit. Had there been more doors, enough to admit them,
then the produced mortality would have been diminished on the occasion of the fire.

50

A diagram of the Richmond Theatre, by Bob Oller

In the opinion of the Committee the ill construction of the building was the
principal cause of the high number of victims.
How numerous were the occasions, on which it had long before been said, as the
crowd was slowly retiring at the end of a play, “Suppose the house were on fire,
what should we do?” Yet we slept with too fatal security over the evil- we
trusted, and we are ruined. New doors were not opened; the winding staircase
was not straightened; the access to the avenues of the theatre was not
enlarged. Even the relics of our fellow citizens as they lay, pointed out the
causes of the fatality. They were found strewed in heaps at the foot of the
narrow staircase which led from the boxes and on the ground immediately under
the lobby of the boxes above, from which their retreat down the stairs had been
intercepted by the crowd which choked them up. ( Report of the Committee of
Investigation, B3)

In view of the fact that it was the day after Christmas and the last performance
of the season, attendance was high; 648 tickets were purchased by citizens of the city.
Of these, 598 people had to pass through one common entrance. The remaining fifty
tickets were those belonging to the members in the gallery who had their own separate
entrance from outside. It seems their inability to commingle with the rest of the house
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because of the color of their skin or their status saved most of their lives. Those
privileged members of society who sat in tiered boxes had no other choice than to bear
the crowd pressing into the narrow lobby and lopsided staircase. The stairs were so
slender it was said that only one woman could move through it comfortably and no two
people could pass one another on the stairs at the same time (Twaits B5). Many
trapped up on the second floor used windows to exit, but still many more couldn’t brave
the jump.
Left with a lingering and palpable melancholy, the Committee had one hope: that
despite how irrevocable the disastrous night after Christmas had been, others would
serve to learn from the mistakes that were made and no theatres would be allowed to
open unless they were able to permit the prompt exit of the audience members.
The tragic event led so many to be unaware of the fate of their friends. All in the
city were fearful and on December 28 th, 1811, just two days after the conflagration,
every person who was met by another exchanged utterances of concern and
condolences. Everyone had known someone who perished in the flames but the
uncertainty which mounted in the following hours led to painful questions such as
“Have you lost any of your family?” (A Report of the Committee of Investigation , B8). In
a state of shock and grief, the city went into a dark mourning. Rituals and visitations
consumed much of the citizens of Richmond’s time in the month following the event.
Widespread depression took root and blossomed in disheartening ways. Many people in
the city lost their desire for pleasure. Normal activities were difficult to bear, sleep

52

became impossible, and feelings of helplessness and guilt permeated the hearts of
those fortunate enough to survive.
Letters began to find their way across the state and along the coast. Newspapers
published written statements given to the Committee, reducing the nation into a state
of grief. Citizens living in Alexandria, Fredericksburg, Smithfield, Norfolk, and
Winchester reacted with public expressions of condolence and somber respect. Theatre
owners in New York and Philadelphia timorously assured their prospective patrons that
the playhouses in their cities were safe. Nevertheless, bells across the nation tolled out
of commiseration for the Richmond community, and sorrow and gloom permeated
every being along the east coast.

THE FATE OF THE FAIRER SEX
Of the 72 who perished, 54 were women. Mrs. Girardin died inside with her child.
Mrs. Gallego stayed to search for a fallen bracelet on the floors and perished in her
efforts. Juliana Harvie died of her injuries later in the evening and a few days later her
brother died of injuries received in his attempt to save her. Sally Gatewood, sixteen
years of age, lost her life in the flames. Nancy Green, daughter of one of the owners of
the stock company, perished in the fire. Three women of color perished and were found
among the dead the next morning. The daughter of the wealthy attorney Mr. Copland
died, and a lady named Ann Craig perished alongside her. Mrs. Greenhow was injured
and trapped in the building and Mrs. Patterson was a victim not of the fire itself but of
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being trampled by the terrified crowd. Stuck in their tiered box, Mrs. Braxton died with
her escort that evening. Louisa Mayo, a young socialite with a bright future ahead of
her, perished in the conflagration as well (Tragic Fire, 6).
Some victims of the theatre were so badly burned that they were reduced to
nothing but ashes. Most were found at the foot of the stairs and in what was once the
upper lobby. In the following early morning hours it was impossible to tell the deceased
apart. No count was made of those fallen, but instead the number was deduced after a
patrol of the city by the Committee of Investigation. “We cannot paint the details of the
scene on Thursday night—No description can do justice to its horrors—and there were
so few persons so cool and self-collected, as to accurately paint any part of the mass of
woes which fell in a moment upon us” (Editor of the Richmond Enquirer , December 31,
1811).
The bodies were to be removed from the site of the conflagration to the public
burying ground for internment. A citywide notice was given to inform the public of the
date on which the deceased were to be buried, with refreshments provided by the
Committee for all in attendance (Jeffrey, Old Times, 7). Men with rakes and shovels
worked among the ashes in an attempt to upturn and remove the remains of those who
perished. After a perusal of the fateful sight, the Committee of Investigation concluded
the remains could not be identified or removed easily and thought it would be more
satisfactory to their relatives if the victims were buried on the site where they perished.
The site was to be consecrated by the dead. Making their rounds to citizens of the city
whose families lost a loved one, the Committee of Investigation was given their
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permission; Richmond was in agreeance. Fathers chose to leave their daughters’
jewelry on their bodies to be buried with them instead of have it returned. Most if not
all requested their loved ones be buried in the public spot along with the rest of those
who perished.
On December 27, 1811 after a long and lamentable day, an ordinance
concerning the fire passed at 11 o’clock that night. It consisted of four main decrees
which went into effect immediately. First, it authorized four men named Dr. Adams, Mr.
Gamble, Mr. Hay, and Mr. Ralston to collect and deposit all the remains of the persons
who suffered which were not claimed by relatives to be placed in urns, coffins, or other
suitable enclosures. For any expense acquired, the authorized men were allowed to
drawn upon the Chamberlain for whatever amount was needed. It then communicated
to the entire city that all were to abstain from business for a period of 48 hours,
requiring shops, stores, accounting houses, and offices to remain closed during that
time. Last it prohibited all persons from exhibiting any public show or spectacle to
include dancing for a term of four months. If any such event occurred, the lawbreaker
would have to pay $6.66 for every hour the offense took place. Another resolution
passed asked all citizens to wear a black crape on their left arms for thirty days.
Inhabitants of the city as well as strangers were given suggestions to contribute
towards the monument to be erected on the site and five men were appointed as
collectors of the contribution (Olde Times, 7).
On December 29, 1811, a mass funeral was held. In the presence of members of
the General Assembly, local officials, and the citizens of the city of Richmond, an
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Episcopalian reverend named John Buchanan read the service, followed by Parson Blair,
a Presbyterian. It was said to be brief but moving ( The Fatal Lamp, 7). Afterwards, all
of the victims were buried in a common grave on the spot where they had fallen.
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CHAPTER 6:
RELIGIOUS TRANSFORMATION

Out of the ashes came a revived emphasis on religion in Richmond and other
parts of the country. Inspiring national commemoration and a boom in faith, the
Richmond Theatre fire of 1811 became the generation’s defining disaster, affecting
people across the country as well as in Europe. From the calamity of that dreadful night
came a number of inspirational and accusatory sermons against the evil sin of theatregoing. Declaring that the fire and subsequent deaths were a sign of the Almighty God’s
displeasure against plays, these discourses gained in popularity and were published and
widely distributed across the country. Inspired by one such published oration, a Boston
citizen expressed himself in a poem, “May theatres all be done away, Thro’ all
Columbia’s shore, The buildings put to better use, And plays be seen no more” (Awful

Calamity, 8). In the coming new year the Richmond Theatre fire was the leading topic
in churches across the state and extending up into the northeast.
In a sermon delivered January 23, 1812 at the Presbyterian Meeting-house in
Winchester, Virginia, Reverend William Hill quoted the Bible and spoke of the awful
visitation of Richmond which has “shrouded the city in gloom, thrown our legislatures
into mourning, and suspended the voice of melody and song” (Hill, Gazette Office 7).
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Calling theatre-going “a thoughtless mirth” the Reverend recounted the night, talking
about the victims who fell to devouring flames. He postulated that many of them were
rushed without previous reflection to the “judgment bar, and to a destiny henceforward
unalterable” (Hill 6). Using this to his advantage, Reverend Hill cautioned his
congregation from thinking they were innocent and instead urged them to repent or
they shall likewise perish.
Commemorating the unfortunate victims of the conflagration by way of his
sermon and sympathizing with their friends and relatives, Reverend Hill declared himself
an enemy to the amusements of the theatre and viewed theatres as no better than
schools of vice. He told his audience that the stage had fallen into the hands of “the
most abandoned and licentious wretches and prostitutes, with few exceptions. The
performances are very generally calculated to offend piety, and wound modesty and
delicacy: to bestow our support and charity upon such objects is certainly to divert it
from objects much more worthy and meritorious” (Hill 7).
Truly seeming to believe that those who worked in theatres were malevolent, he
informed his congregation that these people held only self-flattery in mind and a fond
affection for themselves. This in turn made it attainable to portray others in order to
appear less evil in their own eyes, claiming it is the nature of guilt to flee from itself (Hill
8). He then reiterated how important it was not to pass judgment on the victims of the
theatre fire and how dangerous it would be to determine what God’s judgments would
be on those in attendance. Instead he urged his parish to reflect upon their own sins
and repent them or they could have reason to “expect the like or greater ruin” (Hill 14).
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Reminding his audience of the ruin which caused Sodom and Gomorrah to fall, he
pressed for them to look towards the day’s tragic events as standing examples of
vengeance.
Many sermons across the country were similar in fashion. It is not difficult to
imagine that the performance of such a discourse served to inspire countless numbers
of people to pick up the Bible and repent, firmly believing that the fire was a form of
punishment by God for disengaging in proper morals and religion. A reverend named
Dr. Bellows, Unitarian minister of a church in New York City, made multiple addresses
concerning his observations on theatergoing. In a bold statement which prompted
enthusiastic agreeance, he declared that the fire experienced in Richmond would not
purify the theatre from its evil detritus. Believing that the theatre was antithetical to the
true definition of amusement, which in its best form entertains the mind with tranquility
instead of distraction, he postulated that theatre was not a true amusement. Audiences
speckled with prostitutes from the boxed seats to the galleries, actors and actresses
with loose and debauched personalities, and depraved ungodly men and women in
attendance amassed together to confirm that theatres were not a place of moral
virtues. Alternatively, theatres were instead "flesh markets" of the city, a temple in
which the lust of the flesh, the eye, and the pride of life dwelled ( Theatrical

Amusements, 306).
In hopes of turning away his congregation from attending a play, Reverend Dr.
Bellows stoutly pronounced that whoever goes to the playhouse helps to support and
countenance a group of debased people. Actors were, in his mind, members of society
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with whom it was a disgrace to be associated. Turning his attention to the types of
plays performed, he urged for everyone to question the substance of the stories.
Consisting of "love intrigues, blasphemous passions, profane discourses, lewd
descriptions, filthy jests, and of all the most extravagant rant of wanton, profligate
persons of both sexes, heating and inflaming one another with all wantonness of
address, the immodesty of gesture, and lewdness of thought that art can invent" he
demanded to know if such forms of amusement were at all lawful for Christians. Was it
lawful to pay people to swear and act obscenely in front of a crowd? (Theatrical

Amusements, 307). Quoting the likes of Plato and Seneca he argued that history has
shown us proof that theatre is sinful, claiming smart men of the past were fully aware
of the evil tendencies theatrical amusements brought about. His final quote on the
matter was given by Judge Bulstrode who used the words "One playhouse ruins more
souls than fifty churches can save.”
Samuel Miller, pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in the city of New York,
gave his own discourse in January after the fire. Choosing a passage on the prophet
Jeremiah, he began his sermon by discussing the dark times the prophet lived in.
Religion had plummeted in popularity and God chose to teach people by delivering
them into the hands of their enemies through fire, famine, and pestilence. Using this as
his foundation, he built upon that the doctrine that nothing came to pass without God's
control and permission. In essence Pastor Miller firmly canted that God directed and
ordered everything to happen as it did on the fateful night of December 26, 1811 in
order for him to accomplish his will. "A righteous God has done it. His breath kindled
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the devouring flame. Not a spark of the raging element rose or fell without his
providential guidance” (Miller 1812).
By constantly pointing the finger of judgment at theatrical amusements,
clergymen attempted to move society into a religious fervor, hoping to turn attention
away from the evidence suggested by the Committee of Investigation that the building
itself was the culprit behind so many deaths. Instead it was beneficial to state that
theatre was criminal in nature and dangerous enough to dissipate the mind and destroy
any desire for serious and spiritual employments in respectable citizens of society
across the country. By invoking the almighty wrath of God, more tragic events would
occur such as that which took place in December of the previous year unless everyone
realized that playhouses are schools of false sentiment and licentious practice (Essay on

the Stage, 84).
Another enemy to theatre expressed high expectations that the tears inspired by
the tragedy in Richmond would cause everyone to question their support of the stage
with hopes the lamentable event would provoke the proper answer in citizens of every
city. Most Richmonders dismissed this comment and others akin to it, though none
made any recommendations for a new theatre to be built. Similarly, no members of the
community suggested that playhouses be permanently banned from the city. While the
main goal of such sermons and statements was to pull citizens way from theatrical
events in hopes that people would announce their alignment with God and agree that
theatre was evil and sinful, instead what happened was a light shined on the lack of
religious resources in the area.
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FROM NONE TO MANY
It is a remarkable fact that Richmond was without a church of any denomination
in the early part of the 1800s and prior to that only held an old parish church of St.
John’s on Church Hill where religious services took place before the Revolution
(Thompson 270). This was the same church where those famous words were uttered
by Patrick Henry, “Give me liberty or give me death!” The only other building that was
built for religious worship was the Quaker Meeting-house which stood on Cary and 19 th
streets sometime around 1795. It was in rather dilapidated conditions due to the fact
that the members of that particular society had been largely diminishing over the years.
No regular weekly services were performed in the early nineteenth century and the only
occasional worship took place in barns.
The population of the early 1800s was very sparse in Church Hill and consi sted
of only a few families. The distance of the old church, St. John’s, from that part of the
city was too far for worshippers to be bothered to attend, in addition to the unpaved
and muddy conditions of the streets. Despite the inaccessibility of churches, at the time
of the fire in 1811 there were two denominations and for each a parson. Parson
Buchanan was an Episcopalian, Parson Blair a Presbyterian. Instead of fighting over
who should claim the pulpit, both men agreed to alternate their Sundays and were
housed in the only building sufficiently spacious enough to serve as a place of worship,
The Hall of the House of Delegates. By alternating their Sabbaths, they set a good
example for their separate congregations and respectively grew in worshippers. Using
wit to their advantage, both gained the love and adoration of their congregations and
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spent it liberally within humorous sermons. Both men were present to give sermons at
the service of the Richmond Theatre fire victims.
Surrounded in a new climate of revived religious emphasis, the Presbyterians of
the city of Richmond rushed to complete work on their house of worship they had
already begun planning, and by the spring of 1812, a reverend by the name of John
Holt Rice was preaching from the pulpit of the very First Presbyterian Church of
Richmond. At the same time, architect Robert Mills was employed to draw plans in
order to erect an Episcopalian church at the same spot the theatre stood and burned. It
was intended to be built as a dedication to the memory of those who had perished in
the flames. In 1812, while the church was still under construction, Mills wrote in a letter
to Sarah Zane of Philadelphia "I trust that God will send laborers into his vineyard...God
is able out of evil to bring forth good. I humbly pray, that the awful visitation with
which he has visited Richmond may redound his glory in the salvation of all its
inhabitants” (Letter to Sarah Zane, Mills, June 1812).
On August 4, 1812 the first cornerstone was laid and less than two years later in
the spring of 1814, work was completed ( Virginia Cavalcade, 8). Consecrated on May 4,
1814, the church became known as the Monumental Church. A few days later on May
8, 1814, Richmonders attended the first service at Monumental Church. The Virginia

Patriot reported it to be an emotional event; nearly everyone in attendance had an
immediate connection to the fire. The original plans called for a steeple and other
architectural features, but they did not materialize in the completed building. Despite
such omissions, the main portico housed an urn on which the names of the victims of
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the terrible fire were engraved. The engraving of the names was arranged in
accordance of the victim's status, with men featured on the side facing Broad Street to
indicate their importance and women featured on the remaining three sides. Inscribed
onto the base of the monument were the names of blacks who perished in the flames.
By 1999, the urn was weakened from decades of pollution and weather damage.
During a restoration project intended to conserve the historical landmark, the team
sought to replace the urn after intense examination. Using imaging technologies, laser
scanning and digital modeling, stoneworkers reconstructed the three-dimensional urn
out of marble. Finished in 2005, the exact replica was installed with the original urn
being dismantled and stored to minimize damage. (Swartz, Restoration of Monumental

Church, 2008).
Inspired from the gloom of the Richmond Theatre fire a number of tobacco
factories, bakeries, concert halls, houses and other buildings were converted into places
of religious worship and later substituted by larger edifices. Despite attracting some
Virginians, the spiritual and cultural transformation of the capital city did not happen
overnight or without struggle. Still, preachers seized the moment and worked for years
afterward to change the minds of those who favored the theatre. Taking up a new
tactic in order to recruit more followers, evangelicals found success when they began to
provide alternatives to the less respectable recreations of the day. Creations of Bible
societies, Sunday schools, and missionary organizations led large numbers of women
and men to embrace volunteerism within the church, and quiots and nine-pins fell to
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the side (Touchstone, 2012). Evening lectures and prayer meetings began to crop up in
the city, evangelistic in nature but more informal than a church service (Fisher 168).
Heavily encouraging the formation of religious societies, Reverend John Holt Rice
was partially responsible for organizing and supporting charitable organizations. One of
the first groups to be organized was called the Bible Society of Virginia in 1813 with a
goal to distribute bibles across the city and later the nation. Other societies, such as
The Amicable Society, saw an increase in membership around 1811, indicative that
some people desired to spend their leisurely time in more pious ways. The formation of
a Sunday school at Monumental Church provided important services to the city, as
Richmond did not yet offer primary public education. Through Sunday school,
instruction of the Bible was taught as well as reading and writing skills. Hailing from
poor families, many pupils lacked basic literacy but had the opportunity to learn it
through the church. By 1818, other churches in the surrounding parts of the city had
developed and implemented active Sunday schools (Sleight 36). Other religious efforts
were made around the summer of 1812 to include a Christian library. Founded to
encourage the circulation of religious reading material, it was open six days a week
(Bondurant 115).
By 1823, eight houses of worship stood in Richmond. By the mid-century
Richmond took on a new nickname, the “City of Churches”. The city contained as many
places of worship as any city of its size and saw the likes of all kinds of variety in
worship. Campbellite, Baptist, Episcopalian, African Baptist, Presbyterian, and
Synagogue all had homes in the capitol city. From no churches in the late 1700s to a
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boom in religion in the subsequent century, Richmond boasted thirty-six places of
worship by 1900.
Not only did the fire of Richmond Theatre in 1811 influence the escalating
amount of churches in the area, it also gave pastors and preachers a new way to
preach to a congregation: with fire and brimstone, so to speak. Evangelical enthusiasm
began to find a home in Richmond in the coming year, leading to a dramatic preaching
style and an anti-theatre opinion throughout the multiple congregations. In a discourse
delivered by Dr. Alexander of Philadelphia, he lamented quite dramatically “O
Richmond! How art thou fallen! Who will not drop a tear over thy misfortunes! Thy
glory, thy pride, and thy beauty, are bought down to the dust, and the dark cloud of
sorrow has overshadowed thee, and turned thy day into night!” ( A Discourse, 15).
The start of the nineteenth century in America had seemed anything but a
hospitable environment for evangelicals. A time of spiritual and moral instability, it was
no wonder that the Richmond Theatre fire was used as a springboard for religious
transformation across the country, giving the Second Great Awakening a stronger
momentum. In the months following the fire, amidst all of the sermons and printed
discourses, many survivors of the conflagration sought to find meaning and the ability
to heal their broken hearts by devoting themselves to church. Here they listened to
dramatic speeches declaring theatergoing as “unfriendly to piety, unfriendly to morality,
unfriendly to health, unfriendly to domestic happiness, and unfriendly to true delicacy
and genuine refinement” (A Discourse, 19). A full return to the theatre did not take
place until sometime after the Civil War thanks to the introduction of moral and
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temperance dramas which attracted religious people by showcasing the idea that
theatres were not a cesspool for immorality (Johnson 53).
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CHAPTER 7:
INNOVATIONS

The nineteenth century saw an increase in three-dimensional scenery, allowing
the actors to truly interact with the stage. This is why the advent of the wooden stage,
with its combination of traps and slots in the stage floor, was able to provide a
wonderful amount of visual effects that delighted audiences. Be that as it may, the
nineteenth century and tragic events which took place in theatres marked an increase
in the concern for audience safety. Without multiple tragedies in the nineteenth century
it is difficult to imagine how many more disastrous events would have occurred in the
future had society not attempted to learn from those calamitous mistakes.
Instead of having a solid impact within the regulation and safety of buildings, the
Richmond Theatre fire's major inspiration came in the form of a return to religion. This
is unfortunate as it took the occurrence of many more catastrophic fires in the United
States as well as some overseas before architectural regulations helped produce real
change in the safety of theatre buildings. The Ring Theatre fire of 1881 in Vienna,
Austria resulted in the loss of upwards of eight hundred lives. In reaction, the Austrian
Society of Engineers carried out extensive experiments in 1885. This committee
concluded that a fire curtain was shown to limit the spread of smoke and fire from the
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stage to the auditorium. As a result, smoke vents above the stage and fire safety
curtains at the opening of the proscenium were adopted in theatre building designs
throughout the world. The hope was such that these efforts would provide ample time
to allow audiences to evacuate the building in case of a fire emergency. Technological
advancements helped lessen the potential for fires by removing open flames from the
interior of the buildings and providing an escape for smoke and poisonous gases.
Candlelit stages were replaced with gaslight and limelight beginning around 1816.
Limelight consisted of a block of calcium carbonate heated by use of an oxyhydrogen
torch to the point of incandescence. Couple with mirrors, the light could then be
focused.
Despite such advances, there were still architectural flaws in theatre buildings.
During the Richmond Theatre fire of 1811, the main entrance to the theatre had a door
which swung inwards. The stairways were narrow and uneven. There were not many
exits. Although multiple accounts described these tragic flaws, theatre buildings
continued to be built in such fashion.
On a cold December night in the year 1876, sixty-five years after the Richmond
Theatre fire, a popular venue in New York known as the Brooklyn Theatre was filled
with people who were enjoying a play called Two Orphans. The last scene of the play,
which occupied the entire stage, was represented by way of drops depicting the side
walls and the overhead ceiling of an apartment. At the back of the scene were two
large doors which, at the climax of the story, were to be burst open by the police
coming to rescue the orphan. To everyone's misfortune, the last five minutes of the
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play would never be seen that night, as a drop was ignited from a border light in some
unexplainable way backstage. J.W. Thorp, stage manager of the show, saw the ignition
of the drop and immediately directed the stage carpenter and two others backstage to
try extinguishing the flames. It was difficult to reach the part of the drop on fire but an
attempt was made to lower it by cutting it down, in hopes the crew could put it out
from the floor. In doing so the burning drop instead made contact with the ceiling of
the scene and it instantly caught fire.
When the fire first began, an actress presently on stage tried to reassure the
audience, stating the small piece of fly on fire was under control and being
extinguished. “A small accident has occurred, but don’t be alarmed, only a piece of fly is
on fire” actress Kate Claxton told them. At the mention of the word ‘fire’ the audience
took to their feet and rushed for the exits. The rapidity with which the fire spread was
so quick it was as though powder had been scattered about and in just a minute or two
the entire scenery and props were in a blaze ( Theatre Burned, December 6, 1876). Kate
Claxton and a fellow actress named Mrs. Farren rushed out into Johnson Street in
costume, saving only the dresses they wore. ( A Frightful Disaster , December 6, 1876).
In Memphis Tennessee’s newspaper Public Ledger, it was noted that the usual
avenues of exit were closed at the rear of the theatre and an exit had to be taken by
way of the box entrance. The terror of the audience manifested itself in a stampede as
panic set in. Women shrieked and fainted in the aisles, men plunged over their seats
and fought their way to the door. Audience members were in full flight mode but much
to their dismay the aisles were blocked and the doors became congested. The ushers of
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the theatre made every effort they could to control the audience but in two minutes the
entire stage was one mass of flame. The heat was intense and could be felt by all;
many people who occupied seats near the stage found the scorching heat close enough
to singe their hair, clothing, and even their flesh. The head usher who was in the lobby
near the orchestra pit, opened the Flood Alley entrance and all who were in that part of
the house escaped that way. Those who occupied the orchestra seats and dress circle
were lucky enough to make it out quickly as these areas of seating were not full. The
galleries were full, however, and there were many children among the occupants of this
particular area. Once those in the orchestra had made their escape, the head usher
came back around to notice occupants of the family circle pouring down from the
staircase, tumbling over one another in a desperate attempt to flee. The landing was
completely blocked as person after person piled on top of one another. Men, women,
and children pressed and crowded for the places of exit and in doing so slowed the
progress of escape. Desperate for survival, men trampled over women on account of
their dresses, and larger men clambered over the smaller ones. Many women fainted as
the draft of air through the theatre fed the fire and produced intoxicating smoke. Many
suffocated and fell, never to rise again.
Before the first fire engine had a chance to respond, the entire auditorium was a
“sea of fire” (Frightful Disaster ). If one person fell down, there was no possibility of
standing as the others behind would rush over and step on him. Those audience
members who comprised the family circles, dress circles, and gallery had no possibly
way of exit except down the stairway and out onto Washington Street. Dresses were
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torn from ladies while lying in the aisles. On the sidewalk outside of the theatre a large
pile of dresses so torn from the backs and picked up by the police were placed in the
police station next door to the theatre. Police were promptly at the scene thanks to
their proximity but couldn’t do much to aid the mass of people. The ones they could
extract were bruised, bloodied, and maimed. Many injured persons gathered at the First
Precinct and a lot of these survivors were insensible, unconscious, or frantic.
Those who were the last to come out of the building were chased by rapidly
moving flames and were severely burned. Outside of the theatre, those who escaped
rushed around wildly in search of friends or family members. Some had blood streaming
down their faces or clothing. Ambulances from Long Island College Hospital did their
best to take away the wounded as quickly as they could while moans and cries filled the
nighttime air (A Theatre in Flames, December 6, 1876). Eyewitnesses saw the flames
which consumed the building leaping heavenward above the roofs of the tall buildings
nearby. It was noted that there was an unusually small amount of smoke as the night
air was clear and still. Due to the steady streams of water provided by the firemen, they
kept the fire restricted to the theatre, saving the entire block from catching flame. The
outer walls of the theatre began to sway and the rear wall fell first, crashing inward
with a mighty noise, burying itself in the burning debris. A moment later the wall on
Johnson Street wavered and fell inward as well. The fire now burned with a reinforced
fierceness and continued on well past one o’clock in the morning.
By daylight, the fire had been extinguished. Firemen got to work quickly and
succeeded in getting as far as the fall of the dress circle; there they found a large
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number of bodies. By eleven o’clock in the morning, sixty-five bodies had been
recovered. One hour later the number of dead increased ten more. In the middle of
what was once the lobby of the theatre there was an immense pile of rubbish,
smoldering beams, fragments of building and other items ( Theatre Burned). Firemen
worked to search for bodies in this area and after much labor managed to remove the
lumber which revealed a horrible sight underneath. Corpses lay in rows heaped on each
other, tightly packed together. The morgue was completely filled by midday and
additional bodies had to be carried to the old market building on Adams Street. Some
were so badly burned they could not be identified. A few days later the number of dead
recovered reached a total of 215 identified and 77 unidentified persons. It was a terrible
event which tripled the number of dead in the Richmond Theatre fire.
There were many unfortunate parallels between the Richmond Theatre fire of
1811 and the 1876 fire at the Brooklyn Theatre. A flaw in the design of the theatre
consisted of a sole stairway which served as the entrance and exit for the upper levels
of the theatre. Congestion on this stairway caused serious blockage and many audience
members perished by way of smoke suffocation. There were three sets of doors which
were designed to be special exits which led onto Flood's Alley. The southernmost door
opened to the eastern side of the lobby underneath the stairs leading to the dress
circle. The middle doors opened onto a hallway on the ground floor and the northern
set of doors opened near the orchestra pit. Unfortunately these doors were normally
locked to discourage gatecrashing (An Account of the Fire, December 6, 1876).
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Two drawings of the floor plan of the Brooklyn Theatre. Area A was the entrance to Flood's Alley.
Area B was the stairway to the dress circle on the second floor. Areas C, D, and E led to the ground floor
orchestra seating area, and Area F was a separate stairway leading to the third floor family circle. Area G
was a private stairway leading to apartments and offices above the theatre, and Area H was a private
passage from the stage to the box office. Areas I and K were utility entrances for the company which led
to Johnson Street, and Area L was an emergency exit.

The head usher had made an attempt to open one of these special exit doors at
the rear of the auditorium, but since it was rarely used, he found the locking
mechanism corroded. Having a small piece of metal in his pocket, he was able to jimmy
the mechanism and open the door. Unfortunately, the open door furnished the airflow
and allowed the fire to grow in intensity ( Calamity, December 6, 1876). Though the
stairway was said to be seven feet wide, the fire marshal Patrick Keady noted in his
Special Report that at least 150 people jammed the stairway all at once.
The coroner convened a jury on the fire and when the testimony was published
the following year, it showed that the jury held the theatre managers responsible for
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the number of deaths. They were said to have failed in taking necessary precautions to
include not properly training stagehands in fire prevention and not establishing a clear
backstage space. The jury did not think the design of the building was the major factor
in so many deaths because it had better exits than other public buildings at that time.
They did note a lack of a firewall between the audience and stage ( Verdict of Inquest,

Parliamentary Papers).
In Chicago, the Iroquois Theatre fire of 1903 took over six hundred lives.
Unfinished vents designed to filter out smoke in case of a fire had not been complete,
and were instead nailed shut to keep out rain and snow. The supposed fireproof curtain
was made from cotton and sprinklers were never installed because the owners had
decided during construction they were too unsightly and costly. The doors which led to
the auditorium had also been designed to swing inwards, leading to another pileup of
people trying to escape. Firefighters were said to have attempted to get inside but
could not because there were too many bodies pressed against the other side. An
unfortunate matter in this fire was the amount of exits surrounding the theatre which
were locked. The management had established a policy to keep non-paying people from
slipping into the building unnoticed by quietly bolting iron panels over the rear doors
and installing padlocked gates at the top of the second and third floor stairways. When
they were able to extinguish the flames, firefighters made their way inside to discover a
mass of bodies piled at the exits, just like the Richmond Theatre fire nearly one
hundred years earlier.
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The aftermath led Chicago to enact new regulations in public buildings in the
event of a fire. Standards were introduced for exiting pathways, exit doors, exit signs
and markings, as well as maximum seating. These regulations were adopted by the
entire city and became a model for the rest of the nation. A salesman by the name of
Carl Prinzler was meant to be in attendance that fateful day but he missed the
performance. Vowing to contribute to society in a way that would prevent future loss of
life from fire in a public building, Prinzler teamed up with an engineer and created a
door mechanism that would prevent people from being trapped inside a burning
building even if a door was locked. In 1908, the two developed the panic release bar.
The panic bar was fitted to doors which locked from the outside and consisted of a
mechanism which allowed the locked door to be opened from the inside. A 1904 fire in
Baltimore changed the national standard sizing for the fire hose. In 1911, the Triangle
Coat Factory fire paved the way for the fireproofing of buildings in addition to the
installation of sprinkler systems and the development of the National Fire Protection
Association's Life Safety Code. Its impact also led to the development of the New York
City Bureau of Fire Protection.
The earliest model code in the United States was the National Building Code
published nearly a century after the Richmond Theatre fire, in 1905. This book served
as the basis for locally written codes across many cities in the country with provisions
that included requiring firewalls and limiting fire spread from the origin. By 1913,
standards for fire safety in factories and schools was published by the National Fire
Protection Association. This set of standards was expanded in 1927 to include building
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exit codes. The document addressed the conditions that had led to the Iroquois Theatre
Fire in 1903 and the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Fire (Development of Building Codes, 17).
Out of the suffering of hundreds in the city of Richmond in 1811 to the suffering of
many more in the coming years of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
regulations were born.
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CONCLUSION

For eight years after the Richmond Theatre fire, the city existed without another
theatre. In May of 1816, Joseph George Holman purchased a lot on the corner of H and
7th Streets for one thousand dollars from Christopher Tompkins; in addition to the
money Tompkins also received forty-three shares of stock in the Theatre. A well-known
British actor, Joseph Holman had come to America four years earlier with his daughter
who later married a man named Charles Gilfert. One year later, in 1817, Mr. Holman
passed away and the new theatre fell under the management of his son-in-law, Mr.
Gilfert, who had engaged his theatre company from Charleston, South Carolina, said to
be one of the finest troupes in America at that time (Shockley 302). On the eleventh
day of June in 1819 the new Theatre in Richmond opened.

78

The new Richmond Theatre

The new Theatre was large, made of brick, and beautifully decorated with a wellequipped stage. The house curtain displayed a partial view of Richmond and above the
proscenium arch an inscribed motto read "Exemplar vitae morumque"- an exemplar of
life and morals. This was a proclamation to the tough headed Fundamentalists who had
violently opposed the theatre's construction. Such defenses seemed necessary at the
time as there were many unrelenting enemies who believed that theatres were
inhabited by evil itself (Smith 181). The management was careful to announce to the
public, many of whom had relatives and friends who died in the Richmond Theatre fire
eight years earlier, that there were sufficient doors for a safe and quick exit in case of
an emergency.
This theatre was able to be erected due to the contributions of many citizens of
Richmond and this group of men made up the stock company which owned and
managed the Theatre. Composed of 104 members, the Theatre was financed and
supported by some of the most prominent individuals of the city to include the
Governor of Virginia, William H. Cabell, the President of the Supreme Court of Appeals,
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John Marshall, Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, and William Wirt,
Attorney General of the United States. Each member owned one or more shares which
were valued at two hundred dollars each. In total the Theatre represented an
investment of approximately forty thousand dollars (Shockley 303).
Not long after the opening of the Theatre, the managers, with the fire just eight
years earlier still fresh in their minds, purchased an adjacent building considered to be a
fire hazard. This building was known as the Circus and contained many combustible
materials which presented themselves as a danger to the Theatre because of their close
proximity (Compiler, 1819). It was soon torn down. Not long after that, a stockholders’
meeting was held and arrangements were made for fire insurance. It seemed that
within the city of Richmond the citizens were learning from mistakes of the past.
The Theatre was occupied for thirty seasons by ten different professional acting
companies. More than three hundred plays by almost one hundred playwrights were
produced in Richmond between 1819 and 1838, totaling the number of performances of
these plays to more than eight hundred. Most of the plays were British imports which
were the most popular productions, though there was a considerable amount of
American plays showcased as well (Shockley 100). There were five Richmond
newspapers at the time and all of them featured theatrical advertisements and criticism,
some more regularly than others. From these it is possible to better understand the
types of plays performed at the Theatre in the nearly twenty years of its life.
American plays performed at the Theatre numbered around forty and were the
work of no less than seventeen American playwrights. Of the forty plays performed at
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that time, fourteen were melodramas, three were tragedies, ten were comedytragedies, and six were comedies while another six were farces. The remainder were
history plays called dramas. Of the American plays acted, twenty-two were acted only
once each. The most successful of American plays were those which were adaptations
of foreign origins. Critic appraisal and audience appeal were usually determined by the
extent to which an American play succeeded in imitating a British model rather than in
its depiction of American life or American ideas.
Though the stage saw some success in the nearly twenty years it remained
open, it turned out to be a financial failure. While Richmond maintained some desire for
theatrical amusements, the religious fervor that had taken over the city significantly
dampened enthusiasm. Over the years, the Theatre became dilapidated and run down
in the latter part of its life. Remaining open for several decades, The Theatre was then
closed, remodeled, renovated, and later reopened as “The Marshall Theatre” on
November 14, 1838.
The Richmond Theatre fire of 1811 continued to remain present in the memory
of Americans throughout the nineteenth century. Any time another tragic fire took place
within the walls of a theatre, all were quick to recall the theatre fire in Richmond which
claimed the lives of seventy-two persons and dropped a city into mourning and a nation
into grief.
Lingering in the Richmond air like stagnant smoke, the Richmond Theatre fire of
1811 restricted theatre in the city for nearly two centuries. Though the memory of the
fire may have died along with the victims’ families, the survivors and their descendants,
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the irreparable damage it did to the hearts and minds of the city changed the course of
theatergoing in the capital of Virginia. Like a smoggy curse crawling through the streets
and licking the walls of every building in town, the ashes of that fateful fire rooted
themselves in the consecrated grounds of the city and prevented it from becoming a
beacon of theatre in the country. What was once a leading theatrical hotspot soon
became artistically dry and barren. As the country shed the old skin of the nineteenth
century and moved into the twentieth it still continued to see calamity every time it
found the chance to rebuild and have hope. It was as if the city of Richmond kept its
theatre scene restricted without even realizing how or why, and from fires to war and a
Great Depression, people turned to religion more and more in order to find comfort,
solace, and answers. Such a curse can still be seen in effect today, though smaller in
size and thinner in density; tucked away in the corners of two-hundred-year-old
buildings and buried under pavement alongside covered cobblestones.
Only in recent years have we seen a progression in the city’s theatre scene. More
theatres are materializing and doing well. More people are turning out for evenings
spent enjoying dramatic art. Perhaps the smoke is finally lifting as more citizens are
finding room in their hearts not only for religion but also for theatre. As newer
generations turn away from religion there is a strong desire to plant artistic seeds and
watch them grow. As time moves on and other events take place, the Richmond
Theatre fire of 1811 has slowly been forgotten but the transformations and regulations
it paved the way for still remain influential today, and we as a city that once loved the
dramatic arts are finding a way to return to that long-lost love for theatre.
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